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Abstract
Location-based games use smartphones and other location-aware devices to incorporate their
players’ actions in everyday, physical spaces – the streets and public spaces of the city – into the
virtual world of the game. Scholars and designers of these games often claim that they reconfigure
their players’ relationship with the people and environment around them. They argue these
games either engage and immerse players more deeply in the spaces of the game or distance and
detach them from the physical environment through the screen interface. To date, however,
relatively few detailed empirical studies of these games have been undertaken to test out and
critique these claims. This article presents a study of the 2017 iteration of the location-based
augmented reality game Wayfinder Live, in which players use their phones to search for and scan
urban codes hidden across Melbourne’s laneways, alleys, and public spaces. Players of the game
were interviewed and invited to reflect on their experience. This article relates these experiences
to the design and development of the game, particularly to five play design principles that
characterize its approach to haptic play in urban space. We begin by outlining these principles and
the motivations behind them. Then, drawing on an analysis of the player interviews, we evaluate
the impact of the game on their perception of the city.
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Introduction
Cities can be sites for self-discovery and transformation; they are also constantly in the process of
becoming. Urban codemaking is a framework for decoding and reimagining cities, a programming
language for urban space that marks locations in the city using codes enabling multiple alternate
readings of that city – by machines, humans, and other entities. This article reflects on the impact
of a location-based augmented reality game, Wayfinder Live (Troy Innocent, 2016 – present), that
led players through a series of interventions into public space situated around experimental and
playful approaches to wayfinding using urban codes.

During the 2017 iteration of Wayfinder Live, we conducted in-depth interviews with a small
number of players and invited them to reflect on their experience. This article relates these
experiences to the design and development of the game, particularly to five play design principles
that characterise Wayfinder Live and its approach to cultivating haptic play in urban space. In the
first section these principles and the motivations behind them are established. The second section
discusses the findings of semi-structured interviews undertaken with players to evaluate its impact
on their relationship with the people, history, and physical and social environment of Melbourne.

An overarching goal of the game design is a heightened awareness or intensity of perception of
urban space that links to the more conceptual goal of the game to engage players with urban
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codemaking. This is a way of decoding the city so as to perceive it as a process or system, leading
players to reimagine or reinvent the city through their play experience. While this goal is
ambitious and abstract in nature, it provides the context for player experiences in urban space
that are grounded in the fundamental ‘treasure hunt’ mechanic of Wayfinder Live. Through the
design and analysis of the game, we seek to articulate the complex and often unanticipated nature
of player experiences in location-based games stemming from their altered relationship and
connection to urban spaces.

Background
Location-based games use smartphones and other location-aware devices to incorporate their
players’ actions in everyday, physical spaces – usually the streets and public spaces of the city –
into the virtual world of the game (see Leorke, 2018: Ch 2). The designers of these games draw on
a long tradition of playful practices in public space, which range from flâneurie and the tactics of
avant-garde art collectives like Fluxus and the Situationist International to traditional folk games,
scavenger hunts and urban exploration (de Souza e Silva & Hjorth 2009; Montola et al 2009). But
the use of networked, location-aware technologies in located-based gaming can be traced to the
‘locative media’ movement’s period of experimentation with GPS technologies (Farman, 2012;
Flanagan, 2009). Location-based gaming’s more direct precursors also include experimental
mixed-reality and alternate-reality games like The Beast (Microsoft, 2001) that blended online
texts and ‘real world’ clues to create deeply immersive, narrative-driven games (see Drakopoulou
2010; Leorke 2018; McGonigal 2006).

Scholars and the designers of these games often claim that they reconfigure their players’
relationship with the people and environment around them. They argue that they either engage
and immerse players more deeply in the physical spaces of the game (e.g. de Souza e Silva &
Hjorth 2009; Lantz 2006), or distance and detach them from the physical environment through the
screen interface (e.g. Gazzard 2011; Farman 2012; Flanagan 2009). While these opposing
arguments have become the dominant framework for understanding these games’ potential
impact on their players’ experience of urban space, comparatively few detailed ethnographic
studies have been undertaken that test out and critique these claims (Leorke, 2018; see Bell et al
2006; Chang and Goodman 2006; Licoppe & Inada 2006, 2008 for some exceptions).

A recurring claim by location-based game designers is the transformative power of play. This is
articulated in Sicart’s ideas around play and playfulness – particularly his call for us to become
‘architects of play’ (Sicart 2014). Sicart’s view of play is primarily concerned with its capacity to
appropriate places and situations, shifting their context and thereby their meaning, literally
deploying play as a creative force in reshaping reality. This occurs, he contends, through the
reshaping of a situation through subversion of rules, changing behaviour, or simply playful
occupation of the appropriated context.

A counterpoint to the immersive state of play that can emerge when it is situated and related to
public space is the expanded narrative or ‘alternate reality’ that may arise when the meaning of
the world around the player is remixed and reimagined. Meaning evolves via a ‘spreadable media’
network (Jenkins et al 2013) as fragments of story are embedded throughout the play experience
and across multiple platforms – some of those situated in the game itself, and others that are
outside the game such as sharing play experiences on social media.
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In both situations, the play experience is permeable and traverses multiple sites and platforms.
Mixed realities blend the intimate and haptic experience of mobile devices with the sensory
materiality of the world around us. Location-based game design locates itself across the social and
media spaces that intersect and interact with public spaces, particularly in cities where mobile
devices are becoming, if not already, ubiquitous. At the same time, such games are contingent on
persistent mobile coverage and access to networked infrastructure to support them and enable
player interconnectivity. As with discussion of locative and location-aware media more broadly
(see Farman, 2015), this contingency is often smoothed over in discussions of location-based
gaming – except of course when technical complications arise, as we discuss in the findings of our
player interviews below.

As experiences situated in the urban environments, location-based games also engage with two
closely connected forms of haptic play: the ways in which they influence walking, navigation and
exploration of the city; and how the mobile device is handled and becomes part of this urban
exploration. While many studies exist on walking in cities, the ‘walk and play’ experience is
relatively new and extends to GPS-driven mapping services where players often re-orient their
phone, hold it up to the street, and look down upon it like a paper map as they walk to track their
movement. To understand these practices within the context of haptic play we draw upon the
work of Richardson and Hjorth (2017) and Keogh (2018), who have observed the materiality of
mobile devices and their various components. In particular, the way that players may ‘manage
their mobile device as a changeable material interface’ (Richardson and Hjorth 2017) is important
to play in mixed realities as the role of the mobile device shifts during play affording different
modes of engagement with game worlds that shift between different levels of intensity and focus.

Richardson and Hjorth’s definition of haptic play extends to include a recognition of mixed
realities, drawing upon Mitchell who states that the ‘very notion of a medium and of mediation
already entails some mixture of sensory, perceptual and semiotic elements’ (Mitchell 2005: 260;
quoted in Richardson & Hjorth, 2017). Keogh (2018) further brings the sensory turn to
videogames, acknowledging the haptic in a wide range of playful interactions. He develops a
theory of ‘co-attentiveness’ to explain the ways in which players of mobile games co-exist in actual
and virtual worlds simultaneously, demonstrating another way of being in mixed realities.

As a still-experimental form of game design, location-based games potentially up new spaces for
play that are both challenging and that offer opportunities to expand our understanding of urban
play. At the same time, this immersion in multi-sensory and multi-layered play experiences can
create disjunctures and disparities between players and non-players inhabiting the everyday,
public environments appropriated for play. As Pokémon Go amply demonstrated, accidents,
unintentional trespassing, swarming of Pokéstops in quiet streets and sensitive places (like
Holocaust museums – see Peterson, 2016), and other anecdotal incidents all underscore the
inevitable transgressions and discrepancies that unfold around urban play.

Game Design
The design of Wayfinder Live takes place within the milieu of these claims, drawing on this
tradition of location-based play and criticism. It is based around a collection of urban codes, small
laser-cut markers that are deployed in cities to facilitate play, and their relationship to the
mechanics of the game and the narrative of a fictional world called Ludea in which language and
culture are generated via play. The game, and the concept of Ludea, were developed by one of the
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authors of this article, Troy Innocent. In Innocent’s lore, the Ludeans come from a generation that
has grown up with games, abstract machines, and digital processes. It has become second nature
for them to make abstractions of reality in terms of models, systems, processes, and flows. If you
have played a game then you have been to Ludea. It is that space you go to when you are ‘in-
game’, in the zone, or otherwise immersed in play.

Within Wayfinder Live, a playful experience emerges that explores wayfinding as finding ways of
being in urban space. This takes place through the interconnection and overlap of the urban
codes, game mechanics, and fictional world with the fourth element of the city itself.

Figure 1. An urban code in situ as part of Wayfinder Live

Wayfinder Live was developed from earlier prototypes exploring the mixed and augmented reality
art situated in urban environments (see Leorke, 2018: Ch 7). Both versions of the game were
commissioned as part of the public program of Melbourne International Games Week to engage
visitors with the city in-between events. The 2016 version ran for 10 days, and the 2017 version
ran for 8 days with a four-week backstory delivered across social media leading up to live play that
outlined the world of Ludea, its clans, and engaged in a narrative around cities and the processes
that shape them.

Sixteen urban codes mark out the space of the game within the city, each of these placed in
different locations. These are typically close to one another – within a couple of hundred metres –
and are linked to create flows through the city. Notifications or clues in-game provide players with
a general location (usually a laneway) to search for each code. Some of these require crossing
bridges or major streets to reach the next cluster of codes.
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Figure 2. Scanning an urban code in Wayfinder Live

Once located the player scans the code with their smartphone resulting in an animation that
unfolds from the object on the screen (see Fig 2). This is followed by a fragment of the game
narrative and points are awarded to the player. Codes may be rescanned after a cooldown period
of 30 minutes, although they award less points each time they are rescanned, encouraging players
to seek new codes they have not discovered as yet.
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Fig 3. The augmented reality animation that plays when a code is scanned in Wayfinder Live.

A key aspect of the gameplay is a competition for influence over the city. Each player is asked to
choose a clan or faction that represents a different philosophy on urban design and is represented
by a colour: green, blue or orange. Green means revert – a shift away from a human-centred
world view and equal rights for all objects in the city. Blue means remake – give control to an
Artificial Intelligence and let its algorithm run the city. And orange means renew – keep all sides in
balance and evolve alongside and within the forces of the city itself.
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Figure
4. Shifts in influence shown on the game map over the course of a week.

Players are able to apply influence to locations they have unlocked by scanning codes, and over
the course of a week the city map changes to reflect people’s different views – shifting in real time
like election results or heatmap of popular opinion (see Figure 4). The clan who holds influence
over the most locations at the end of the game is declared the winner overall and in the fiction of
the storyworld has their philosophy adopted by the city in planning its future.

In developing the system of urban codemaking and its expression through the game Wayfinder
Live, five key design principles for play were identified that informed the development of the 2016
and 2017 versions of the game, as well as a third iteration currently in development. These play
design principles respond to the opportunities and potential, constraints and limitations, of
location-based AR games, particularly the experience of embodied play and complex relations that
emerge when play is situated in public space.

Games such as Pokémon Go and Ingress actively encode the world (Davies & Innocent 2017)
around the player, taking street maps and nearby locations and reskinning them with the aesthetic
and language of the game world. While the player is still situated in the actual location their
experience and interaction is centred around an encoding of the site into a virtual world. The
blended approach of Wayfinder Live requires players to decode the world around them to play.

The distinction between encoding and decoding – which we use here more literally than Stuart
Hall’s (1973) well-known use of these terms – is significant in Wayfinder Live. It changes the way in
which players relate to location through the game, and the ways in which the game plays with
reality. Encoding takes the world and switches its set of codes for another – the urban grime and
decay around the player becomes the grassy cartoon-like world of Pikachu, for example. It uses
the structure of the actual world such as streets, parks, and landmarks as a dataset on which the
virtual world is constructed. In contrast, decoding situates play in the actual world placing another
layer within that world allowing the two to co-exist. The frame in which play is defined is one of



Authors’ copy. The original article has been published in Convergence (2019), 25(1), pp.18–39.
DOI: 10.1177/1354856518822427. For citation, please use the original.

decoding – the literal decoding of urban codes via augmented reality encounters and decoding
through wayfinding and a changed set of interactions with urban space.

Encoding situates the player at a distance. While still physically located within urban space, they
are viewing and interacting with it at a distance through the tiny screen of the smartphone. While
the levels of disconnection and fragmentation of experience that occur through this simultaneous
located in the world / being in another world are interesting, they are problematic in the
establishment of a coherent mixed reality experience. For Wayfinder Live, the presence,
engagement, and insight into the world around the player that comes with decoding are critical to
the experience.

Decoding places an emphasis on the lived experience of the city and consequently opens up the
potential for that to be transformed by play. The ambiguity around what is part of the game and
what is part of the ‘real’ world creates a situation in which that world becomes fluid and mutable,
open-ended and changeable. Cities are not fixed, although the immediate experience of concrete
and steel suggests this, but emergent structures generated by multiple linked and ongoing
processes (Amin & Thrift, 2002). Attention may be drawn to this – by decoding infrastructure for
example – through play that redefines elements of the city giving them new meaning that evolves
from their existing role in the world.

Figure 5. Player situated in the game location marked with an urban code (located above right of player’s head).

To create this experience of the city, the five design principles shaped the development and focus
of the 2017 version of Wayfinder Live. Each of the design principles will be outlined in turn and will
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be returned to in concluding remarks following the analysis of player experience derived from
interviews.

Play design principle #1: Put your phone away!
Many location-based augmented reality games are centred on the mobile device requiring the
player to constantly engage with a screen-based representation of the world to play. They
typically navigate the city via a GPS-based map of the player’s immediate surroundings reskinned
to fit the aesthetic language of the game world. While this allows for a rich flow of information to
engage the player, they also risk becoming a ‘smartphone zombie’ unaware of their surroundings.

In contrast, the design of Wayfinder Live embraces a hybrid or mixed-realities approach that
blends the exploration of actual, urban space with intense moments or ‘encounters’ with
augmented reality centred around urban codes. Haptic play involves the different ways in which
people use their mobile phones and the importance of putting the phone away or reducing its
presence in the player’s field of view to signify boundaries between different modes of
engagement with the screen and the urban environment. When walking and exploring the city
players are encouraged to put their mobile phone into their pocket; navigation requires a glance
at the screen, while engagement with an urban code is the only mode of play that requires intense
focus on the phone screen itself.

Two different approaches to the game design are brought into play to achieve this, using
waypoints linked to the location of urban codes. Firstly, short clues displayed in the game are
linked to local knowledge of the streetscape by providing the names of laneways. In the
Melbourne CBD there are many short laneways that link or connect to the larger grid of main
streets, so naming a laneway typically gives the player a small search space to work with. This
enables a form of wayfinding through the hierarchy of large to small streets and laneways until the
player arrives at a smaller search space in which the code was located. The second technique used
geofencing (a way of automatically locating the player in the city in relation to GPS coordinates) to
delineate overlapping areas of urban space centred on the waypoints. Once within 100 metres of a
waypoint the player is encouraged to begin searching.

While searching, the player is asked to put their phone away. When they come within 100 metres
of a code it will buzz in their pocket via a notification even if the game app itself is closed. They
may also see a street sign or location articulated in an earlier clue – players hold keywords in their
memory as they search laneways and streets to get closer to a code. Finally, locating the code
itself does not require them to view the world through their phone screen – only that players
become keyed into the visual language of the codes so as to be able to identify them. Once found,
then the player takes out their phone to activate the code and experience the augmented reality
encounter.

Play design principle #2: Wayfinding = finding Ways of Being
Drawing upon approaches for exploring urban space that predate digital technologies for location-
based game design, Wayfinder Live plays with the meaning of wayfinding itself. Typically, and by
necessity, the primary focus of wayfinding is functional – that is orientation in physical space and
navigation from place to place. Through a playful, poetic shift in meaning this idea is shifted to
finding ways of being – largely through a change in attitude to navigating the city that focuses on
exploration and contemplation, rather than finding the fastest route to a destination.
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As outlined above, players are encouraged to put their phone away when walking so as to engage
with walking itself as a haptic experience. The phone continues to track the position of the player
and will vibrate when it comes close to an urban code the player has not encountered yet. While
walking, players need to slow down to visually search for urban codes, bringing them into a new
mode of engagement with their urban environment as they become more observant and mindful
of their surroundings. Textures, surfaces, objects, and materials come into sharper focus as they
simultaneously occupy two worlds. The presence of their mobile phone and the occasional
vibrations in their pocket reminds them that they are in a game, while immersion in the city
reminds them of the materiality of their urban environment which is often overlooked in the
everyday navigation of streets and laneways.

Getting lost to find connection in the machine of the modern city is central to the Situationist
practice of psychogeography (Debord 1958). While there are many other examples of urban play,
this methodology is widely recognised through its use of play to subvert, redefine, and challenge
the established codes of the city, which at the time were orientated toward efficiency and
function over human factors. Psychogeography asks people to make their own wayfinding systems
based on what they feel is a connection with urban space, making it personal and individual to
each player.

Building on the sensorial and experiential focus of this approach, finding ‘Ways of Being’ is defined
as a phenomenological process in the Heideggerian sense of Being-in-the-world (Heidegger 1927).
In Wayfinder Live, the game situates the player within a playful, exploratory process of wayfinding
with the goal of revealing the city as an ongoing process in itself – a process that the player is
implicated within simply by being in the layers and systems of urban space. At the very least, the
player should feel differently about the city through this process of engagement, and the
aspiration of the game design aspires an attitudinal change in the player. This is a shift in
perspective that enables them to see into the code of the city somewhat like Neo’s knowledge of
the Matrix enables him to see into its code and gain new understandings and potential for a
different set of actions.

While this is an ambitious goal for game design, play is often associated with the capacity for
attitudinal change and fostering alternate realities. Play draws people into a speculative space of
possibilities and when situated in an actual, material space the potential offered by the game
design becomes blended and mixed with the world outside the game.

Play design principle #3: Materiality + Virtuality
The inscription of the material expression of code directly onto walls, doorways, sign posts, and
other signs in urban space is central to the design strategy for a tangible, engaging mixed reality.
The codes appear on the phone screen as if being photographed but another layer of digital
animation and sound appears within the image, bound to the location of the code and reacting to
the geometric patterns contained within. As the player moves their phone about, the actual and
virtual layers remain in sync, moving as one hybrid image in a mixed reality. The materiality of the
codes is made more tangible by this augmented reality layer that binds the mobile phone of the
player to the urban code on the wall via what feels like an invisible thread to the player. The end
result is an intense ‘encounter’ with the codes that is central to the game design and haptic play
experience.
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In these encounters, a number of other levels of the urban codes become apparent. At the most
fundamental level, the mosaic design of the urban codes is a ‘fiducial marker’ translating to a
unique pattern of points that is recognised by the imaging system of the game engine. This
enables the smart phone to ‘see’ and recognise the urban codes and link them to data and to
trigger events in the game. At the same time, the player sees and experiences the urban code as a
material object, a piece of street art, or – if already keyed into the visual language of the games
code – as a signifier to an alternate world, that of Wayfinder Live.

By playing off the language and aesthetics of street art, itself a playful form of reclaiming and
redefining urban space (see Young, 2014), urban codes have a presence and impact outside of the
game app. People who are not playing the game may become curious as to the presence and
meaning of the codes (and may even discover the game itself this way), while players see them as
an extension of the imaginary world of the game into the realm of the actual, everyday city – as a
secret language, there to be decoded.

The materiality of the urban codes also places them in a dialogue with other physical signs of the
city, echoed and linked with the dialogue their virtual counterparts and drawing attention to the
complex and messy spaces of mixed realities. By drawing the attention of the player to the
materiality of the urban codes, they also become aware of other layers and codes in the world
around them, reading the city with a renewed perspective.

This reinforces the previous design principles that advocate for putting their phone away, and
engaging with the ‘processes’ of the city, as well as identifying the boundaries of the game world
within urban space and evoking a sense of material, physical presence inscribed into the city by
this world.

This is expanded by the multiplicity of meaning associated with urban codes. They may include:
signs in a wayfinding system, geometric artworks, game tokens, material signifiers of an alternate
world, sounds in a musical score, fiducial markers, portals into mixed realities – or all of the above.
Encountered outside the game, they may appear as a piece of street art. To the machine vision
algorithm of the app, they are a geometric pattern. And to players, they have different levels of
significance depending on what stage they are at and what their attitude to play (and the game
itself) may be.

Cities can be places of personal transformation and self-discovery, while the city itself is also
constantly in the process of becoming. Beyond the specific mechanics of Wayfinder Live, urban
codes operate as a generalised field kit for urban codemaking – a framework for decoding and
reimagining cities, a programming language for urban space that marks locations in the city using
codes enabling multiple alternate readings of that city – by machines, humans, and other entities.

Multiplicity of meaning is important in relation to the aspirations of the game design to situate
players within the ‘city as a process’, allowing them to perceive and participate in its ongoing flux
and flow. The appearance of urban codes as abstract but following a consistent aesthetic allows
them to read them as a language to be translated and understood through play. Scanning the
codes reveals keywords associated with their place, activates short animated texts, plays musical
micro-compositions, and unlocks parts of an alternate city map.
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These actions specifically designed into the system of the game are layered with the players’ own
experiences and associations that come through their physical, material experience of the city.
The time of day, business of the street, and other social, civic, institutional, or commercial codes
embedded in the surrounding streetscape all come into play. An expansive, collective meaning
emerges from the player experiences, game narrative, and the urban spaces in which the game is
situated.

Play design principle #4: The readymade in placemaking
Urban codes are an intervention in urban space. The shift in meaning that occurs via the blending
of the world-as-it-is to the world-as-it-could-be is based on a strategy of appropriation, operating
at two different levels – the readymade place and playful appropriation.

Drawing upon the concept of the ‘readymade’ from modern art, each location marked with an
urban code is selected for its qualities as a readymade place in a game world, a number of these
linked in a ‘readymade game level’ selected for their existing navigational codes, spatial narrative,
atmosphere, and other qualities. Each space is filled with potential meaning. This meaning is
activated in the mind of the player by marking it with an urban code, making it a place for
potential action in the game – in this case, a moment of discovery, behavioural shift, and
encounter. Spaces players may have visited before become destinations or places that have a
renewed intensity through this activation.

Layered on top of this is another shift of meaning that occurs through playful appropriation.
Players approach each readymade place with a shift in attitude and behaviour that also shifts the
meaning of the space to others that are not playing the game but observing those in play. When
people break unspoken codes in public spaces it does not go unnoticed. The behaviour of players
is noted discretely (a sideways glance) or overtly (‘what’s that thing on the wall?’), which expands
the space of play, and the role of the readymade place in creating a site or destination for
playfulness to occur.

In this approach, play as a strategy for creative appropriation is linked to decoding urban space
and creating a new connection with place – one that frames the city, and the processes that
generate it, as open to reimagination and reinterpretation, rather than fixed and predetermined.
The social and public context opens up a conversation around what the city is – but perhaps more
importantly, what it could be.

Play design principle #5: An alternate city within the city
While the core mechanic of Wayfinder Live is searching, activating, and collecting urban codes, the
extended game builds a world around their meaning and purpose to three clans. These represent
different philosophies on what the city could be and are identified as Revert, Renew, and Remake.
The narrative around these three different world views adds an additional level of immersion and
competition in the game.

The ideologies of the three clans are spread across three social media platforms; short video and
animation delivered in the Wayfinder Live app; and through the appearance of ‘urban
codemakers’ in public spaces who perform actions such as maintaining and inspecting the urban
codes. Via collective storytelling, an alternate world is established as metalayer in the game – in
this case the aforementioned world of Ludea. Collecting all of the urban codes in the game results
in players becoming citizens of Ludea, symbolically part of the game forever.
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In choosing a clan, players become part of the expanded game as they use ‘influence’ accumulated
by activating the urban codes to collectively vote for their chosen clan’s philosophy. These votes
are linked to locations on an alternate map of the city that serves as a heatmap of player activity
throughout the game. It provides a second game within the game, accessible at any location
through the app and playable in a casual, asynchronous mode after the intensity – and footwork –
of locating and scanning urban codes.

By extending the world of the game this way temporally via a persistent, interactive map; and
socially by enabling networked multiplayer interaction, the presence of the game is spread across
a broader range of play experiences. These augment the physical materiality of play in urban space
with reflection on the themes and ideas represented both by the narrative around the future
development of the city, and on the experiences and observations of urban space that players may
have by playing the game itself.

Player Interviews
Methodology
During and after the game’s 2017 performance, one of the authors of this paper, Dale Leorke,
conducted in-depth interviews with six players about their experiences with the game, in both its
2016 and 2017 iterations. These took the form of face-to-face, semi-structured discussions,
ranging from 30-90 minutes each, which were then transcribed and coded for common themes
and responses to the questions. Participants in the 2017 iteration were recruited through flyers
handed out to people that attended the walking tours, and via posts on the game’s Twitter
account. Three participants – Nancy (44), Sam (28), and Simon (32) – were recruited this way.
Innocent also directly emailed some players of his previous games – including Urban Codemakers
and the 2016 version of Wayfinder Live – who were intending to play Wayfinder Live in 2017. They
were asked to contact Leorke if they were interested to discuss their experiences. The other three
participants – Rob (32) who has played almost all of Innocent’s games; Rosie (40s); and Samantha
(42) – were recruited this way. No incentives were offered to any participants for their time.

There were over 300 total registered players of the game, and given the small sample size our
discussion here does not purport to be a comprehensive account of the majority of players’
experiences. There are two reasons that we chose to concentrate on a small number of
participants, rather than conducting a wider focus group or survey study of players’ experiences.
First, although the game attracted hundreds of participants, data from the app shows that the
majority of these players were short-term or one-off players, who spent an average of 15 minutes
in play scanning three to four codes, and others who may have opened the app once and scanned
a code or two before abandoning it. As such, the number of ‘active players’ is more limited than
this figure indicates.

By speaking to six players who had played the game for at least two hours each – in most cases,
many more than this – we were able to test out in greater detail their experiences with the game
and how these correlated to the game design principles. We were also able to gather remarkably
in-depth, personal anecdotes about their affective experiences through the semi-structured
approach, in such a way that would not have been possible through other methods (i.e. a survey).
We also acknowledge, however, that this sample does overlook some of those who were less
enthusiastic about the game or abandoned it due to a lack of interest.
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Second, as Leorke points out elsewhere (Leorke, 2018), despite the substantial body of scholarly
work on location-based games, there remain surprisingly few in-depth ethnographic studies of
them. In particular, players’ embodied experience of playing these games are overlooked in
discussions about them, with scholars often uncritically accepting their designers’ claims or
making assumptions about the games’ impact on players and urban space based on second-hand
accounts. By simultaneously explicating and testing out the game design principles, this article
aims to critically reflect on both the synergies and divergences that occur between designing and
playing a location-based game. At the same time, it offers a rare insight into the very immediate,
personal, and affective experience of playing one particular location-based game that, as we
discuss below, presents a counterpoint to the highly commercialised approach of most location-
based game apps. As such, it does not claim to be a representative study of Wayfinder Live
players’ experiences, but rather a breakdown of several players’ deep – and sometimes
contradictory – response to the game design principles ‘in the field’.

Findings
As noted above, through design principles #1 and #2, Wayfinder Live sought to encourage players
to explore and ‘get lost’ in Melbourne’s laneways and urban spaces, using their phones as a guide
– but not the sole conduit – for locating the hidden codes. For most players, this was a strong
drawcard for playing the game, and it appealed to their desire to see a different side of
Melbourne. Nancy and her husband (the latter of whom was not present at the interview), played
both the 2016 and 2017 iterations of Wayfinder Live. They were both relatively new residents of
Melbourne. She says playing the game became a way to familiarise themselves and ‘get engaged
with the city’: ‘we’d lived here four years by that time and [thought], “Yeah, we’ve seen
everything.” And then the game showed me that we had not seen even a fraction.’ Other players,
like Sam, said Wayfinder Live mostly took them to places they’d been before, but made them
more attentive and attuned to them. Sam says, ‘it’s more about, for me, going back to places that
I’ve actually been quite a lot, but taking time to look around, because I’m usually sort of passing
through or rushing through.’

Other players echoed Sam’s experience of engaging with the environment around them,
describing a ‘heightened awareness’ and ‘immersion’ in the physical spaces of the game as they
were searching for codes. Samantha, in addition to Wayfinder Live, has also played numerous
other artists’ location-based games in Melbourne. She explained that this ‘mode of hunting for a
detail’, in which ‘you have to look at everything new’, could be ‘exhausting’. She says, ‘you can’t
do it for long, because it’s generally tiring.’ Often, she explained, this feeling would persist even
after she has stopped playing the game. ‘I find it lingers. If I've had a successful night of hunting, it
takes a while for me to switch out of that heightened noticing detail mode.’ Rob similarly
describes an ‘immersion’ within the physical environment of the game when he is searching for
codes or tags. He says, ‘I might tend to block out some of the distractions going around me and
just sort of focus on those material textures or signs or clues, building landmarks, those sorts of
things, while I’m trying to find them, and sort of maybe not notice certain things around me as
much as I would ordinarily.’ At the same time, he described a ‘subconscious absorption’ of the
details of the environment, which would accumulate in the back of his mind and inform his
subsequent experience of code hunting.

These comments reflected the intention of design principle #3, in which players approached the
code as a physical marker in space, not a virtual point or object on an abstracted map. This was
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aided by the material element of the codes. Wayfinder Live is unlike many other location-based
games – from the seminal Japanese treasure hunt game Mogi, Item Hunt (Newt Games, 2003-7) to
apps like Shadow Cities (2011) and Pokémon Go – since it requires players to search the physical
environment for a material artefact, not just move within a certain proximity of a location on a
map. It is more akin to geocaching, where players are directed to specific GPS coordinates and
must then scour their surrounds for a hidden physical object (see Leorke, 2018: 24-5).

While players described a deeper engagement with their surrounds during this code-hunting
phase of the game, there were mixed responses to the smartphone app’s role in directing them to
the codes. Most reported being waylaid or misdirected by the pinged notifications that gave them
clues about the code’s locations, particularly those that steered them towards ‘waypoints’ or the
general boundary of the game. Clues like ‘Head east towards Swanston [Street]’ and ‘Keep
heading north, codes all over town’ didn’t include follow-up clues unless players moved in closer
proximity to the codes. This meant, for some, that the boundaries of the game and the intended
purpose of the clues were ambiguous and unclear.

In part, this was due to the geofencing technology used to deliver clues to players, which not only
pushed notifications to players’ phones as they came within proximity of the codes, but also acted
as the aforementioned ‘waypoints’. Because of the different implementation of geofencing
technology between iOS and Android devices, some users didn’t receive them in the correct order.
iOS, for instance, only allows a certain number of notifications to come through before it ‘timed
out’, so the clues couldn’t be too dense or they would cease coming through for a time.
Geofencing is also battery-draining without a WiFi connection, since it constantly checks the user’s
GPS location via the nearest cell phone tower.

In addition to these technical issues, the physical space of the city also sometimes worked against
the wayfinding of the app, as in the case of the clue directing players north of Federation Square,
Melbourne’s public space and one of the game’s ‘headquarters’ or starting points for players. A
busy, multi-lane road with no pedestrian crossing or overpass blocks players from accessing the
city’s laneways immediately north, meaning players weren’t naturally inclined to head in that
direction. Players described feeling ‘frustrated’ and ‘confused’ by these location-specific clues.
Those who played the 2016 iteration of the game, which didn’t utilise geofencing and instead
provided visual and written clues, said they preferred this model.

The affordances of the smartphone – its mobility and ubiquity – allowed players to immerse
themselves in the game as they desired, giving rise to a mix of play styles. Some, like Simon and
Sam, would ‘sandwich it in’ during their day, working it around their daily routines. Others, like
Nancy and Samantha, would specifically devote time to the game, coming into the city at specific
hours and spending that time searching for codes. Nancy and her husband would devote large
chunks of their time to hunting codes for the game, including an entire day playing the game in
2016, starting at 10am and ending at 6pm. Rob could be considered somewhere in between,
spending several hours on the game’s first day, ‘and then after that, whenever I was in the city, I’d
probably detour a little bit to try and find them.’

The material shape and design of the codes themselves (see design principle #3) was a strong
appeal for players. Several players referred to them as ‘appealing’ (Nancy) or ‘beautiful objects’
(Rob and Samantha) and mentioned being drawn to their geometric shapes and colours. Although
players did not need to touch or interact with the codes as part of the game, Samantha expressed
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a strong attachment to them – as well as physical clues that were part of her other location-based
game experiences, such as canisters containing hidden messages. She explained that she
sometimes kept these canisters after the game was complete, or reflected on her experience
searching for them when she walked or drove past the locations she found them. She poignantly
described them as ‘waypoints’ and ‘moments in time.’

This emotional attachment to the codes was overridden, though, by players’ strong desire to
locate and scan them all within the game’s timeframe. All of the players interviewed explained
that their primary motivation for playing the game was not to be part of the winning clan, but to
find all 16 codes. For most, using influence to compete for control of codes on behalf of their clan
added a layer of competition and distanced interaction with other players, but they weren’t
strongly invested in whether or not their clan won. Instead, they were driven by what Samantha
and Rosie both described as a ‘completionist’ desire to find and scan every code. At times, this
competitive drive propelled them beyond the point at which they might otherwise have given up.
Nancy explains,

It was such a game of highs and lows, because last year [2016] especially we were like, “I’m so sick and
tired of this game. We’re never going to find this stupid piece,” and then suddenly you find it and you're
like, “Yes, let’s get the next one.” And then you walk by all these cool bars and I was like, “All right. Let’s
stop in for a drink,” and my husband’s going, “No, we’re playing the game.”

The materiality of the codes contributed to players’ motivation and heightened immersion in
space. But as material objects temporarily fixed to the architecture of the city they also had a
penchant for being stolen by passers-by. Leorke witnessed this himself when he was participating
in the game. A man approached a code in Hosier Lane, a laneway famous for its street art and
tourists who flock there to take selfies. He then used his skateboard as a crowbar to remove it,
damaging in in the process, ignoring Leorke’s attempt to explain that it was part of a game project.
Although these incidents only happened a few times, it meant that while players were being
steered by the geofencing technology to their location, the target object itself was gone when
they got there. Some players were aware of this and reported being unsure whether they couldn’t
find the codes because they had gone missing or they simply hadn’t looked in the right spot. The
codes were promptly replaced, but this was an unavoidable consequence of play in the public
realm.

When they were safely in place, the playful appropriation of public spaces through the codes –
visible to other users of the space besides the players (as discussed in design principle #4) –
created mixed scenarios for interactions with strangers and passers-by. Some players described a
heightened self-consciousness about their activities while playing the game. They worried they
would appear ‘crazy’, like ‘a weirdo’ (Sam) or a ‘complete lunatic’ (Samantha), or as if they were
‘loitering’ and ‘security was going to come up and ask me what the hell I was doing’ (Rob). When
asked if strangers ever approached them to ask what they were doing, most said that hadn’t
occurred. Sam explained that was probably because ‘I’ve purposely been trying to be discrete
about it’, but that he had also considered asking a café worker if they’d seen the code he was
looking for – before ultimately deciding against it.

Several players – Nancy, Rosie, Sam, and Samantha – also mentioned encountering homeless
people in the city’s laneways and alleys as disconcerting for them while they were playing the
game. Homelessness had been a growing and increasingly visible issue in Melbourne at the time
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Wayfinder Live was run in 2017. The month before, the City of Melbourne had voted to give police
increased powers to deal with groups of beggars and homeless people in public spaces (Noonan,
2017). Rosie described introducing her friend to the game in 2017, having played its 2016
iteration, and starting at Hosier Lane. They then encountered ‘a whole bunch of homeless people
and [we] didn’t feel like going in the areas they were.’ As a result, they decided not to continue
playing the game. Rosie says, ‘I don’t mind homeless people. I help out a lot of homeless people,
but it’s kind of that thing en masse […] when you're with other people who are cautionary about
homeless people, it’s hard to kind of get them to participate.’

This anecdote reinforces the aforementioned ‘messy’ and highly subjective nature of playing
digital games in the public realm, where players’ own personal experiences and anxieties inform
their play style in unpredictable ways. For some, entering a laneway with homeless people present
might be seen as uncomfortable because of an unconscious phobia or, more altruistically, because
they are concerned about ‘intruding’ into the homeless people’s transient home. Furthermore,
like anywhere in the city, these spaces are not static but change fluidly – one moment the space
may be inviting, but at another moment an argument might break out or the atmosphere might
change and become unwelcoming for some players. The ephemerality and transience of urban
space opens up location-based gaming – particularly those with a very material component like
Wayfinder Live – to these very personal, localised, and serendipitous encounters.

Coincidentally, Simon discovered Wayfinder Live serendipitously himself, when he saw Innocent
and Rob playing and discussing the game on its first morning. He immediately recognised their
activities as part of a game – even though he had never heard about Wayfinder Live. Rob had
bumped into Innocent, who he knew from Innocent’s previous games, while searching for codes.
When Simon stumbled upon the both of them, they were scanning a code together. Simon was on
his way to meet a friend for breakfast when he saw them ‘in a really conspicuous spot […] looking
at this thing on the wall.’ He approached them and asked if they were geocaching, and Innocent
explained the game to him. Simon then downloaded the game and played it on his way to meet a
friend, diverging from his path to occasionally scan a nearby code based on clues delivered to his
phone.

Samantha was the most active and direct person we spoke to in bringing passers-by into the
game. She says that one night, when she was hunting for codes by herself, she found a code but it
was too dark for the phone camera to read. There was a ‘slightly drunk’ man leaning against the
wall next to it smoking, so she enlisted him to help scan it. ‘He would never have looked at it […]
And there's me going, “Hi, this is going to sound odd, but can you please shine the torch on this?
I’ll show you what it does afterwards” […] and he was really lovely about it.’ She says, ‘I love those
moments of changing someone else’s reality, and just including a little bit of weirdness in it.’

Rob described his connections with passers-by around him as more fleeting. ‘In the sort of more
public realms I guess it’s maybe less comfortable, because you're sort of hunting around trying to
find something. But I don’t think about it too much. When you find the code, all is forgotten. You
scan that thing and get out of there.’ However, he said that he would like more opportunities to
connect with other players of the game through meet-ups and live events. Nancy expressed a
similar desire, explaining that she and her partner actively looked for other players while they
were playing the game, peering at strangers’ phones when they were near a code to see if they
had the game on the screen.
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To test design principle #5 – players’ engagement with the game’s theme of hidden, alternate
agendas for Melbourne’s future planning – we asked players about their relationship and
connection with the clan’s ideologies and what factors motivated them to choose their clan. This
produced the most diverse set of responses, with some players strongly relating to the game’s
theme of an alternate city governed by clans with competing philosophies for its future
development. Others related to their clan in a much more subjective fashion, or expressed little to
no interest in its backstory.

Rob and Samantha both chose their respective clan because they felt it was the ‘underdog’ and it
would make the game more challenging. Rob, who has been on the winning team and the top
player in most of Innocent’s previous games, said he knows the blue clan, Remake, is normally the
most popular. As a result, he altruistically chose Renew (orange) to make the game more
‘balanced’ for himself and other players.1 Samantha’s reasons were also linked to feelings the
clan’s philosophy invoked in her personally, more than its ideology or philosophy. ‘I think I was in a
slightly chaotic mood, and [was swayed by] the word “chaos” turning up [in the clan’s description]
[…] [but mostly] often I will choose the path that is not necessarily the easy one or the one that
everyone else is following.’

As a government worker, Sam engaged the most deeply with the clan’s different philosophies. He
says,

I work as a community engagement adviser, and I really love the take on the teams and what that means as
an engagement exercise with the city to understand what people’s values for the future are. And having
those three categories is really beautifully explained, I think, because we often find it really difficult to have
conversations with people about growth and change.

He says that although Remake’s philosophy of embracing change and disruption appealed to him,
he instead joined Renew – which declares, ‘Every connection gives voice to a city, every voice
heard is a harmony.’ Sam explains that he chose it as a way of being ‘diplomatic’. ‘[That’s] a big
part of the sort of work I do, and I like that idea of balancing priorities for the future rather than
like one extreme thing.’ He says that he and his colleagues also ‘had conversations around those
three clan names and the ideas behind it, and they were really fascinated […] it’s a refreshing,
more artistic way of looking at it, rather than just economics and projections.’

The other players interviewed, however, expressed less interest in the clans’ ideologies. Simon
described the introductory video as too slow and wanting to skip it, and that he was aware the
clans ‘all had different stories and are sort of angling for different things, but it is very subtle, in
the background.’ Nancy said she found the story ‘kind of annoying, almost. I was like, “I just want
to get my piece and play.”’ And Rosie, who writes a games blog, took issue with the concept of
clans themselves. She says, ‘clans are a bit iffy for me. If you have a long history in the web, clans
and tribes are – you know what I mean […] I have affiliated with different clans in different games,
and that just doesn’t appeal to me.’

1 Nonetheless, Renew won the game, controlling all 16 codes at its conclusion, in large part because of Rob’s
contribution.
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Discussion & Conclusion
Scholarly discussions of location-based game play oscillate between claims of immersion and
distraction, and connection with and disconnection from the sites, people, and places of play (see
Leorke, 2018: Ch 3). Our interviews with players of Wayfinder Live support the notion that to play
a location-based game is, of course, to experience all these things in varying doses. By undertaking
in-depth, semi-structured interviews with players of the game from various backgrounds and with
various levels of conceptual and practical commitment to it, we sought to test out its underpinning
design principles. These principles, intersecting with those of numerous other location-based
games – from Mogi, Item Hunt to Pokémon Go and everything in between – were based on
cultivating an experience of deeper engagement with Melbourne’s urban spaces. In this sense,
they are both highly specific – building on Innocent’s world-building and previous game design
connected to Ludea – and also generalisable to other mobile location-based games since their
emergence in the early 2000s.

The strongest theme that came from the interviews was the ‘heightened awareness’, ‘immersion’,
and ‘absorption’ of the material environment during play that numerous players described. This
reinforces the claim made by many location-based game scholars that these games reconfigure
their players’ relationship with the physical spaces of play, as they explore and appropriate
everyday locales for play. At the same time, in contrast to more recent location-based games
designed as apps, Wayfinder Live accomplished this using players’ phones as guide to, rather than
mediator between, the material environment of the game. It led players to physcical objects
embedded in (or attached to) the urban fabric, situated in hidden, out-of-the-way locations, rather
than abstract coordinates on a game map. At the same time, player responses noted that the most
location-based element of the game – geofencing notifications – caused consternation at times,
hindering rather than aiding their exploration of the city.

The interviews also revealed that while players had a strong investment in exploring new areas of
the city, their overwhelming motivation was a competitive and completionist need to find and
scan all the codes. Some players reported taking this to excessive and compulsive lengths,
enduring long hours and sore feet and continuing beyond the point of enjoyment to achieve their
goal – sometimes without even the satisfaction of success. Although only two of the interviewees
played digital games (and two others played only tabletop games), their commitment to the game
resembled an almost ‘hardcore’ rather than ‘casual’ approach to game play reminiscent of
traditional videogame play (see Juul, 2010). At the same time, as noted above, the mobility of the
smartphone did allow for a casual style of play for other players, where they could ‘dip’ into the
game at convenient intervals.

Although players expressed a desire to engage with other players and sometimes non-players of
the game, rarely did this occur. Instead, players experienced a heightened self-consciousness
playing the game in front of others, wondering if they were being observed while scanning the
codes and speculating about whether they would look ‘crazy’ searching public places for the
elusive objects. The use of the smartphone mitigated this somewhat, since, as Nancy astutely
observed, ‘phones are becoming so commonplace that nobody really cares […] people are
obviously watching but nobody asks what we’re doing.’ As Simon’s experience stumbling upon
Innocent and Rob demonstrated, though, when a bystander does follow their curiosity they can be
serendipitously drawn into the game world, shifting from oblivious observers to willing
participants.
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Reflecting on these experiences and players’ responses to the design principles of the game,
future iterations of Wayfinder Live will seek to better link these principles to player behaviour. In
the case of geofencing notifications, these will become player initiated rather than ‘on’ all the
time, so that players may ask ‘what codes are close to me?’ when they desire. A key dynamic to be
explored further is the tension between the introspective ‘secret world’ that players inhabit in the
game and the more overt, self-conscious shifts in behaviour that come with a heightened
awareness of public space. These ‘modes’ are highly fluid and interconnected, but the mixed
player responses to the clans and their philosophies highlights that, for some, the game took
meaning primarily through the material objects – codes – they sought. As stronger engagement
with the storyworld occurred outside the immediate play experience in connected social media
platforms, this suggested that the ‘hardcore’ players were performing the game for others while
within their ‘secret world’. Taking this into account, Wayfinder Live will continue to develop ways
to embed the game’s narrative and text within the city, while catering to the strong demand for
heightened intensity articulated by players of its most recent iteration.

As well as informing the design of Wayfinder Live, this study also sought to test out claims about
location-based gaming’s capacity to facilitate a deeper embodied interaction with public spaces
and their inhabitants. In this vein, we would like to emphasise three key findings that might be
considered by scholars and designers of these games. First, as our interviewees’ comments
highlighted, the tactility of the codes themselves – as material objects literally attached to the
urban fabric – provided affordances often lacking in location-based games. While many of these
games involve collecting (virtual) items or completing goals simply by moving within a certain
radius of geographic locations or points (seldom closer than 40 feet), Wayfinder Live encouraged
players to put away their phone and use their sight – rather than the game interface – to score
points. In stark contrast to most location-based games, then, this mechanism highlights the often
highly distanced, abstract engagement with urban space – heavily mediated by the screen – and
points the way to a more tactile, haptic, and heightened engagement with the players’ surrounds.
While players might not necessarily have physically touched or removed the codes – except of
course when they were inadvertently taken by bystanders – the very process of finding, scanning,
and indeed admiring them was singled out by players interviewed as contributing to a stronger
awareness of the physical space of play.

Second, Wayfinder Live stands in contrast to the numerous location-based games apps currently
flooding app stores. These games are usually based on established franchises (Pokémon, Harry
Potter, Jurassic Park, Walking Dead) and conform closely to recognisable genres (third-person
shooter, treasure hunt, cat-and-mouse chase). Through the use of material objects situated in
Melbourne and the narrative around competing ideologies for the city’s future development,
Wayfinder Live was able to offer a more localised experience for players than these more generic
products with global appeal. Granted, location-based game apps are mostly designed to make a
profit first and foremost, which means attracting as many players as possible. Games like
Wayfinder Live, on the other hand, are city-funded and designed to cater to a specific
demographic (see Leorke, 2018: Ch 6). Nonetheless, our study highlights the need for the
development of location-based games alongside these blockbuster products that do not treat
everyday urban space as an abstracted map with randomly generated virtual object superimposed
on it.
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Our third and final point is that Wayfinder Live also provides a counterpoint to the ‘themes of
conquest, individuality, survival, and dominance over the local inhabitants and natural landscape’
of play that has pervaded location-based gaming since its advent (Flanagan, 2009: 205; see also
Leorke, 2018: 246-9). By situating code-hunting within a dialogue about Melbourne’s future
development, Wayfinder Live was able to appeal to players in a very different way to most other
location-based gaming apps, while still using the app model to design and distribute the game. As
Sam told us, ‘I really like [Wayfinder Live] because it’s very Melbourne- centric [...] I know there
are other games like this out there, but this one kind of captured my attention.’ In this sense,
Wayfinder Live provides one pathway for future location-based game development, with a
stronger emphasis on the local, specific, and contextual conditions of the city as the starting point
– rather than the blank canvas – for the game’s design.
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